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I must admit to being somewhat disappointed in this book, having been greatly helped by 

some of Oden’s earlier writing. The book gave promise of being an account of what had been 

happening in turning around mainline churches, but fitted much more in the category of a call to arms 

for those endeavouring to do so. The book does give a report of the progress being made by groups of 

‘confessing Christians’ seeking to bring the historic churches back from their recent ‘liberal’ course to 

faithfulness to the historic, orthodox, ecumenical consensus of the church. In doing so it also seeks to 

encourage those engaged in the task as well as providing a catalogue of resources for the battle. 

The problem from which the mainline needs to be turned is liberal theology, which is 

'doctrinally imaginative, liturgically experimental, disciplinarily nonjudgmental, politically correct, 

morally broad- minded, and above all sexually lenient and permissive.’ He argues the leadership of 

mainline denominations in following this ‘mesmirizing’ ‘enchantment’ have severed their ties with 

the historic communion of the saints in favour of ‘another gospel’ (p. 25). Continuing to follow this 

way will lead to a continuation of the decline of recent decades. He argues the major issue confronting 

the mainline churches is whether they will submit to their own discipline or not. Confessing 

Christians, instead of leaving their churches, seek to reform them realising that to split off would 

leave the patient in the hands of the ‘euthanasia advocates’. ‘To flee the church is not to discipline it. 

Discipline is fostered by patient trust, corrective love and willingness to live with incremental 

change’(p. 28). Rather confessing Christians should allow a gracious exit for those who repeatedly 

reject orthodox Christian doctrine and discipline. Those who argue that an unholy and unfaithful 

church must be abandoned stand in the line of  Donatists over against Augustine who argued that the 

‘temporary disunity of the institutional church does not endanger its holiness’ (p. 32). Confessing 

Christians are the God appointed correctors, the valid bearers of the catholic tradition and ancient 

ecumenical truth. 

From this basis in the first two chapters Oden goes on to outline the nature of the implosion, 

or internal collapse, of the mainline denominations and how even in this decline there is a rebirth of 

orthodoxy going on. It is to these that Oden addresses the rest of the book calling on them to be 

faithful and steadfast. Over the next few chapters he presents a selection of quotes from theological 

statements of the various renewal movements of confessing Christians, organised around key 

theological themes. These statements all affirm a belief in Trinitarian theology, the uniqueness of 

Christ, biblical authority and traditional morality. 

He then moves on to describe the meaning of confession, which includes both confession of 

the central tenets of faith and confession of our sins and failings. He outlines the implosion of the 

Uniting Church of Canada as an example of a church that has lost its confessional identity, and 

finishes dealing in some details with the legal minefield of who owns church property. Oden does not 

see the way forward as through political negotiations or compromise. That is a pointless course with a 

mainline elite that ‘has become so fixated on friendly sentiment, hypertoleration, and superficial unity 

that it has tended to brush under the rug all norms except egalitarian political correctness. Much 

liberal leadership has become so narrowly politicized, and so out of touch with the lay constituency, 

that the faithful no longer can take at face value any of the facile promises of the leadership’ (p. 71). 

Rather the way ahead rests on resolute confession of the same faith that has remained central to the 

vast majority of Christians since the first century. The call to be steadfast in this while remaining 

faithful to the church is the central thesis of the book. 

The book is significant in making clear how widespread and strong these renewal or 

confessing movements are. No one after reading this book could any longer dismiss them as 

insignificant groups of hardliners who will eventually move away. It is clear they are in for the long 

haul, have a growing influence and are becoming both increasingly politically astute and growing in 

confidence through mutual support. Although the book is primarily aimed at encouraging the large 

numbers of lay members in these churches who have maintained an orthodox faith and been dismayed 



by the directions taken by denominational leaders, those leaders themselves would have a better 

understanding of a considerable sector of their body by being informed by this book. This would be so 

for mainline denominations in any of the English speaking western societies. 

Having said this I felt disappointed in several aspects of the book, and it is certainly not one 

of Oden’s best. As somebody who has been in the evangelical tradition all of my life, I found the 

definition of orthodoxy considerable narrower and less generous than it might have been. Indeed I 

have moved from using the term evangelical to that of orthodoxy, seeing it as a broader and more 

encompassing term while remaining true to the historic faith. In the theology articulated in the 

confessions here it was difficult to see any difference between a rather conservative brand of 

evangelicalism and the orthodoxy proposed. Even the language for such concepts as the Trinity had 

little sensitivity to the gendered language issue many faithful evangelicals are trying to work with. 

There also seemed to be a fixation with issues of personal morality and family life, expressed as 

traditional but in fact only widespread in the modern industrial era and more problematic in recent 

decades, an issue with which once again many evangelicals and orthodox Christians are attempting to 

engage while remaining true to the traditions of the faith.  

At times the book was repetitive and tedious, although part of this may have been the need 

Oden felt to explain clearly things to the lay audience he says he is primarily writing for. I also felt at 

times he gave way to the current love of conspiracy theories in how he described the political 

manouverings and manipulation of denominational leaders and liberal groups. This reached its worst 

with comparison being made between the current context and Nazi Germany, although the threat 

rather than ‘fascist power’ is a ‘massive secular cultural totalitarianism’ (198). I found myself at times 

alarmed by the rhetoric and polemical stance of the book, the unwillingness to compromise and work 

at common solutions. 

The best part of the book I felt was the strong case presented for those who felt concerned 

about the direction their church had taken to stay in their church rather than to leave. He argues it is 

essential to do this for the future of the church, but also compellingly makes the case that there is no 

need to leave because ‘the Gospel can still be feely proclaimed in them and the sacraments 

administered without hindrance’ (p. 56). As a member of the Presbyterian Church of Aotearoa New 

Zealand, facing similar issues to those outlined in the book, and with a powerful renewal group 

threatening to leave when it does not get its own agenda agreed to, this is a call that needs to be 

emphasised. 

Despite its flaws this then is a helpful book in understanding the stance of many concerned 

members of mainline churches. I am sure that for those in this group it will serve its purpose of 

encouraging them. However I am not sure in the long run it will help those churches move forward as 

unified bodies. 
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